
At the time of going to press the UK is still in the rel-
atively early stages of managing the global pan-
demic caused by Covid-19. We have seen
instructions to socially distance, to work from
home and most of the readers of this article will be
doing just that, with their head offices dark and
silent, and other measures from the suspension of
church services to the closure of pubs. All designed
to reduce the spread and the impact of the virus,
the strain on the health service and ultimately, we
hope, lower death rates.

As a non-lawyer, I am not qualified to comment as to
where and how these measures impinge on our civil
liberties, freedom of movement and freedom of choice
as have been suggested by the emergency bill out-
lined on 3rd March. I am sure there is a case to be made
in defence of our civil liberties but I am also sure that
as a nation we will all accept the restrictions as we
know that the needs of the common good outweigh
the freedoms of the individual during this extraordi-
nary time. It is hard to see our way out of this crisis.
Those whose lives have been fundamentally disrupted
might well find it impossible to find anything positive
in the situation with millions of vulnerable people at
serious risk. 

However, I believe there may some lessons we can
learn and also one possible silver lining that has a dis-
tinctly greenish hue to it. 

For many years now climate scientists have been warn-
ing us of the impending Climate Emergency, that we
are on track to create a world in which life on large
parts of the planet will be untenable. If we don't limit
the increase in the earth’s overall temperature to 1.5
degree or below by 2030, we are in serious trouble. At
the moment our trajectory puts the world on course
for 4 degrees of warming based on our current behav-
iours, so we have some way to go. The commitment to
achieving Net Zero by 2050 is considered by many as
too little too late. Scientists don't come to these con-
clusions by scribbling equations on the back of an en-
velope, they are the result of detailed analysis, scenario
planning and complex modelling. 

Net zero" refers to achieving an overall balance be-
tween emissions produced and emissions taken out of
the atmosphere. Like a bath with the taps on, an ap-
proach to achieving this balance can be either to turn
down the taps (the emissions) or to drain an equal
amount down the plug (removals of emissions from
the atmosphere, including storage for the emissions
such as "carbon sinks").

The Government’s approach to managing the spread
of the coronavirus is, we have repeatedly been told,
“based on the science”. It is telling that the Prime Min-
ister gives his press briefings flanked by the experts.
The scientists, not least the experts at Imperial College
at the MRC Centre for Global Infectious Diseases, have
been working night and day for weeks to develop
models that help to predict the uncertain and un-
knowable in a desperate attempt to create a strategy
to combat and defeat the virus. It is with a wry smile
that some of us hear this newly adopted reliance on ex-
pert opinion – a position all too recently derided by
politicians. It is this same expertise, this same approach
to modelling that has been driving climate science and
informing the climate emergency but which so many
have refused to take seriously. Perhaps now govern-
ments globally will listen to climate science and take
note when considering climate policy? 

Another lesson emerging from the chaos is that we
cannot just react to a crisis. We need resilient institu-
tions; careful considered policies and we need to build
in flexibility to the systems and management of the
economy when we emerge from the pandemic. This is
a good moment to think about black elephants and
black swans.

Covid-19 - could there be a green ‘silver lining’?

A black elephant is a ‘known unknown’, all the possibil-
ities that we know about but don't want to consider
that lurk in the background. With regard to the climate
these are potential scenarios we just don't want to con-
sider as they are too alarming or distressing – such as
mass flooding and population migration, intense wild-
fires such as those in Australia becoming the new nor-
mal – events that are so disruptive they overwhelm us.
The startling parallels between the disruption caused
by the COVID pandemic and the climate emergency
are all too obvious.

A black swan has been described as the ‘enigmatic
cousin’ of a black elephant and was a term first coined
by Nassim Nicholas Taleb, whose “black swan theory”
refers to unexpected events of large magnitude and
consequence. Or as  Donald Rumsfeld famously called
them “unknown unknowns”. Taleb developed this the-
ory in his 2007 book The Black Swan to explain:  

• The disproportionate role of high-profile, hard-to-pre-
dict, and rare events that are beyond the realm of nor-
mal expectations in history, science, finance, and
technology.

• The non-computability of the probability of the con-
sequential rare events using scientific methods (owing
to the very nature of small probabilities).

• The psychological biases that blind people, both indi-
vidually and collectively, to uncertainty and to a rare
event's massive role in historical affairs.

Black swans have three main characteristics they are
outliers, they have an extreme impact and we create
explanations for them after the event, so they become
explainable and predictable.

As yet we don't know what the explanation for the
black swan of coronavirus will be although there are al-
ready outlandish and frightening suggestions circulat-
ing across the internet and social media. In relation to
the climate we have some black swans which actually
are more positive with the potential for good, that a
few years or even months ago no one could have pre-
dicted. Consider the rise of the Youth for Climate move-
ment, the momentum of the climate justice campaign,
or veganism becoming a global trend, or the energy
market disruption caused by low cost low carbon tech-
nologies such as solar PV or wind power. Not all black
swans are bad but by their very nature they are unpre-
dictable and they, like their pachyderm cousins need
to be part of a new way of thinking.

This brings me to my greenish silver lining. Already car-
bon emissions and pollution levels have dropped, peo-
ple have met neighbours they didn't know and
discovered new ways of working and being.

Forthcoming Events44 Going Green

Our new way of working and living – home based, less
travel, far fewer flights and reconnecting with our local
community for shopping, living and making friends
may not be perfect. It may present huge challenges
and it may increase loneliness and isolation for some,
but if we can rethink our work life systems slightly and
reduce the frenetic pace of life we have all accepted as
normal both the human race and the planet will ben-
efit.

We can use the learning from the current crisis to help
us plan a more sustainable and beneficial future one
which doesn't just reflate the old economy and old sys-
tems but takes account of a new way of working. We of
course have to be careful of those whose jobs and
livelihoods will be changed forever ( airlines and their
staff, rail operators and car production workers to
name but a few) but we do have an amazing opportu-
nity to consider our priorities: in the workplace, in our
communities and in the wider world . 

Perhaps, just perhaps, this enforced slow down is the
breathing space the planet needs. This could be a
chance to think radically and halt, and start to reverse,
the climate crisis. It won’t be easy, and it won’t be
cheap, but it could be just the opportunity we need. 

To find out more about Covid-19 and the climate
crisis listen to The Planet Pod episode Black Ele-
phant and Black Swans with Dr Ajay Ghambir from
The Grantham Institute for Climate Change and the
Environment. 
www.theplanetpod.com 
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